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NARRATIVE AND CONTEMPORARY POETRY

Neil Roberts*

Abstract: Conremporary narrative poetry presents a challenge to the teacher: how to

approach it from a narratological perspective and stUl pay attention to tlie details of

poetic language? This essay uses a Bakhtinian approach to explore the generic

experiments of five contemporary poets; Tony Harrison, Derek Walcott, Peter Reading,

Ted Hughes and Anne Stevenson.
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The long poem in tlie modernist period is notoriously fragmented, in
respect of narrativa elements as in other respects. It invites—indeed it played
an important part in cultivadng—the kind of intensive dose reading practised
in academic critidsm and the teaching of English and American literature in
the mid twentieth century, and is at least more immediately rewarding in its
parts than in its wholes. In the contemporary period (which for the purposes
of this essay is approximately the last thirty years) poets have shown more
faith in narrative and surface coherence. The poems tliat I will be considering
in this essay, by Derek Walcott, Ted Hughes, Tony Harrison, Anne Stevenson
and Peter Reading, may seem formally conservaüve by comparison \vith Eliot,
Pound and Williams; by comparison with most of the mainstream literary
prose fiction of the period, however, they are highly experimental in their
handling of genre.

For the teacher of literature, these texts present a dilemma. While some
of them undoubtedly contain passages that reward the kind of analysis
traditionally devoted to poetry, others do not, and wheüier they do or not, such
analysis does not address tlie structural and generic distinctiveness of tlie poems.
On the otlier hand, die kind of narratological analysis that one might devote to
a novel tends to ignore the distinccion between verse and prose.

My approacli to this dilemma might seem paradoxical, since it involves
using a theorist, Mikhail Baklittn, who notoriously privileged tlie novel over
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poetry, and once used Evgefuj Onegin as his prime example of novelistic
discourse, without acknowledging that it is a poem (Bakhtin, 1981, 41-83).
Bakhtin wrote that 'The novel can be defined as a diversity of social speech
types... and a diversity of individual voices, artistically organised', whereas in
poetry 'the unitj' of the language system and the unity (and uniqueness) of
the poet's individuality as reflected in his language and speech... are
indispensable prerequisites' (Bakhtin, 1981, 262, 264). Whereas the novel is
dialogic, poetry is monologic, and these are not merely descriptive but evaluative
terms in Baklitin: the former characterises tlie diversity of actual social Ufe;
the latter, ultimately, the totalitarian state.

Despite tliis curious exclusion of poetry b:om die most vital resources
of language, several recent critics of contemporary poetry have found Bakhtin
useful (Gregson, 1996, Kennedy, 1996, Roberts, 1999). Bakhtin himself
acknowledges in a footnote that he is characterising an 'extreme' of poetic
discourse, and that 'in concrete examples of poeüc works it is possible to find
features hindamental to prose' (Bakhün, 1981, 287). In a century whoseidea of
poetry may be said to have been inaugurated by The Wasíe L-and, the notion that
poetry is characterised by 'the poet's individuality as reflected in his language
and speech is clearly inadequate. More positively, Bak]-itÍn's definition of his
central concept, dialogism, has a special relevance to poetry:

Tlie word, directed towards its object, enters a dialogically
agitated and tension-fiUed environment of alien words,

value judgements and accents, weaves in and out of
complex interrelaüonships, mcrges with some, recoils
from otliers, iniersects with yet a tltird group: and íJl tliis
may crucially shape discourse.(Bakhtm, 1981, 276)

Bakhtdns account of the life of language is characteristically conflictual.
Words exist 'in other people's moudas, in other people's contexts, serving otlaer
people's inrentions: itis from there that one must take the word, and make it one's
own (Baklitin, 1981, 294). In no Uterary context is this more demonstrably true
than in poetry. It is no accident that Harold Bloom developed Íris Üieor>^ of
writing as the struggle widt die precursor with refcrcnce to poetry. Consider Ted
Hughes's descripdon of poetic tradidon as a 'maternal octopus' (Faas, 1980, 201)
or Tony Harrison's deflant announcement 'So right, yer buggers, then! We'U
occupy/ your lousy leasehold Poetry' in his poem 'Them & [uz]'.

This is of course an aspect of intertextuality. Intertextual relationships
are especially important in the texts I am discussing in this essay: Walcott's
Omeros and Reading's ükulele Mnsk to Homer, PIughes's Guudcte to Euripides,
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HaiTison's v. to Thomas Guay, Stevenson's Correspondentes lo various discourses
of Ainerican Puritanism, and to Sylvia Plath. In tliese texts also, narrative is in
dialogue widi otlier modes—autobiograpliical reflection in Walcott and Harrison,
lyric in Plughes, letters in Stevenson and Reading—and, in most of tliem, verse
is in dialogue wiüi prose. Narrative, of a developed and coherent kind, is central
to them ali, but it is disrupted, brouglit into question or subordinated to some
other mode. 'Poetry' in the sense of verse-writing is not only central but highly
self-conscious, to the point, in several texts, of beingitself a thematic element.
In tliis essay I \vill not be offering complete criticai accounts of any of diese
texts, but discussing key aspects each of tiiem, wliich can provide die focus for
discussion in class of issues of poetic form, narradve and dialogism.

Tony PIarrison's v. is a personal and political meditation set in a
gravej^ard (the resting place of his parents) within which is embedded a vivid
narrative episode. The setting of the poem and its verse form—alternately
rhyming quatrains in iambic pentameter—obviously invoke Gray's Elegy. In
most other respects the poem offers a marked contrast to Gray; the earlier
poem is a lament for the unfulfilled lives of die nameless dead who Ue in
unmarked graves; in Harrison's poem the common people, the butchers,
pLiblicans and bakers, are named and their achievements memorialised. The
speaker is self-consciously a poet (or, as he puts it, 'bard') but he tries to pass
off his poetry-making as a trade like theirs, and looks forward to being buried
with them. The language of Harrison's poem is for the most part in marked
contrast to Gray's Augustan elegiac, even before the notorious obscenides
erupt into it. The very first line, 'Next millennium you'll have to try quite
hard', challenges the reader to scan it as an iambic pentameter, which is,
however, the metrical norin for the poem. However, at moments Harrison
rises to, or lapses into, a dicdon and rhythm that in isoladon one would
confidenily assign to the eighteenth-century: 'a blackened dynast}' of unclaimed
stone... the hymnal fragments and the gilded prayer.'

There is no air of parody about such Unes: the poet seems on good
terms with his eightcenth-century precursor. The poem opens with a long
meditadon, influcnced by Gray, on the graves, their inscripdons, and most of
ali on the graffld that have been sprayed on them, which is brought to an
abrupt conclusion:

\Vliat is it that these criide words are revealiiig?
VXIiat is it that this aggro act inipUes?
Gmng the dead their xenophobic feeling
or jusr a iri-de-cveurhcc-.m^c inan dies?
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So what's a cri-dc-coeur, cunr? Can't you speak
rhe language rhat yer mani spoke. Think of 'er!

Can yer oiily get yer tongue round fucklng Greek?
Go and fuck yourself with crí-de-cocur!

The iniedocutor is a 'skirihead', a representativc of tliose who have
vandalised the graves. He re-accents tlie poet's words and challenges liis credentials
to speak for his class. Despite liis strong Leeds dialect, he does so in skilful and
articulate verse. It is no shock when he turns out to have die poet's name, because
he is finally an aspect of Harrison's poedc persona. The conflict betwecn poet
and skinhead is centtally a matter of language, cr of what Bakhtin callcd
heteroglossLa, 'tlie social diversit)'- of speech types' (Baklttin, 1981,263). 'Hic reladon
bctween these speech-tjpes is one of conflict, and in this pocni it is a contlicr m
wliicli the skinhead always wins, as in the above example or:

I wish on rhis skiii's words dcep aspirations,
first the praycr for my parents I can't make,
then a cal! to Britain and to ali nations

made in the name of lovc for pcacc's sake.

Aspirations, cunr! Folk on rTucking dole
'ave gor about as much scopc to aspire
above tiie shir the}-'re dumped in, cunt. as coal
aspires to be chuckcd on tTucking fire.

By contrast, the pQet's attempts to appropriate and reaccent the
s ' n eads words are wcak, and invariably trumped by die skinhead:

'Listen, cunr!' I said, 'before you start your jecring
the rcason why I waiit tliis in a book
's to give ungrateful cunts like you a hearingl'
A book, yer stupid cunt, 's not worth a fuck!

Walcotts Qrmros has niuch m common with v. Like Harrison's poem
it alludes to and engages with (more overtly) a canonical precursor, is writtcn
in sustained formal verse which is an aspect of this engagement and ailusion,
and has a consisient narrative voice that is ai least partly idcntifted with the
auroÍDiographicalpoet. Itis like v. also in combining narrative with and uliimately
siibordinaring it to a more reflecdve mocle of writing. \ValcotL's engagement
with f iomer is however more bold and momentous than Harrison's with Gray.
Harrison maj- have his skinhead say, 'Dotdt íalk to r,ie of fuckiu^ representino/ the
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chiss yer wcre born inío íuiy more\ but in \X'nlcoct's case it is real cntics out in thc
world who write in thc following manner:

Derek Walcotr is a poer who has been picked up by the
westerii intelligenrsia as the poetic genius of the Tliird
Wbrld... He lias appealed from the beginiiing to foreigii
critics and foreign needs. Poetry is history and ideology,
and \Valcott's Ggure in the Caribbean plays lo the bchcf
that colonizaüon brought civilization, broughi culture.
(Brand, 1984-5, 26)

The extensive allusion to Homer (and the more imphcit nod to Dante
in thc use of teryti rnnci) in Ornem may be grist to this kind of critique.
Altcrnativeh" it could be seen as an example of what Gareth Griffiths calls
'the possibilities for the hybridised subjects of the colonising process to
Icgitimatc themselves or to spcnk in wavs which menace the authorit}' of the
dominant culture precisely in so far as it "mimics" and so subverts it' (Griffitlis,
1995. 241). I think Walcoct would rejcct this description as mucii as the other.
He lias writtcn in his cssay 'Thc Muse of Historv',

In thc New World scnátudc to the muse of histoiy has

produced a literamre of leciimination and despair, a liteiature
of revenge wintten bvtlie descendants of slaves or a literaaire
of remorse wntten bv tlie descendants of masfers. Because

tliis literature ser\-es liistoncal triitli, it yellows into polemic
or evaporatcs in pathos. (Walcott, 1998, 37)

\X'alcott's use of Homer is neither cringe nor menace, both equally the
results of an historical dcterminism that he rcjects, but a sense of affinit)' and
ownersliip. His Homer is 'thepoet of die seven seas', who speaks to tlie Caribbean
as much as to tlic Aegean (Bruckner ,1993, 396). Tliis does not mean, however.
that there is no tcnsion in \X''alcott's relation to Homer. In tlie same essay he

suggcsts diat the muse of historv may also be die muse of cpic poetry:
The cpic-minded poet looks aroimd these islands and
íinds no ruins, and because ali epic is based on the visible
prescnce of ruins, wind-bilten or sea-bitten, the poer
celebrates what lirrle thcrc is, lhe rusted slave wheel of
lhe sugar factory, cannon, chains, the crusted amphora
of cut-throais, ali the paraphcrnalia of degradation and
cruelty which we exhibit as history, nor as masochism,
as if thc ovens of Auscliwitz and Hiroshima were lhe

templos of tlie racc. (Whlcorr, 1998, 44)
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Omeros\s not an epic poem. Its relationship to the Iliadis quite different
from that of Vlysses to tlie Odyssey. Walcott's poem opens witli an episode in
which two St Lucian fishermen, Achille and Hector (their Homeric names
given plausibility by the French colonial custom of giving their slaves classical
names) quarrel ostensibly about a rusty tin but really about a woman, Helen.
This obviously echoes the opening of the liiad^ in which Achilles and
Agamemnon quarrel about a woman. But the names of the protagonists even
more obviously associate them with the Greek and Trojan heroes whose fight
is the climax of the epic. Furthermore, the fact that they are quarrelling over
Helen identifies them with another pair, Menelaus and Paris, whose dispute is
the cause of the war. The episode seems to inaugurate a narrative that will,
like Ulysses, structure itself on Homer; in fact the whole of tlie liiadis as it
were condensed in it, leaving Walcott free to use Homer as he wishes.

The Homer with whom Walcott feels an affinity is the author not of
the bloodthirsty and 'historical' epic the lliad, but of the Odyssey. '"epic" makes
people think of great wars and great warriors. That isn't tlie Homer I was
thinking of; I was thinking of Homer tlie poet of the seven seas' (Bruckner,
1993, 396). His hero Achille thus becomes the homeward-travelling Odysseus:
And I m homing with him, Homeros, my nigger!' (Walcott, 1990, 159)

AUusion to and ultimately rejection of the narrative model of the
epic IS one way in which intertextuahty is evident in Omeros. Another is verse
orm. A narrauve poet needs a line which wüi foster both the local intensities
of poetic language and the momentum of narration (as Hughes put it, 'tliat
would go from beginning to end in some forceful way... while being written
in the kind of verse that would stop you dead at every moment' [Faas, 1980,
--14]). Traditionally English poets have used the iambic pentameter for this
purpose. Harnson foUows this ttadition in The iambic pentameter is a flexible
and prose-like line. Almost invariably the formal five-stress pattern is
counterpomted by a 'natural' four-stress pattern, one of the flve stresses being
signtficantly weaker that the others. The weaker stress may occur at different
pomts in the Kne, giving great flexibllity and varietyt The classic account of
this is m Northrop Frye's Anatomy of Critidsm (Frye, 1957, 251 ff). Classical
epic poetry is written in hexameters: dactyls and spondees which can be
combined in various ways, similarly achieving variety. In Omeros Walcott has
devised a verse-form that synthesises diese two. The poem is written in iambic
hexameters. This line, under the name of Alexandrine, figures in Spenserian
stanzas and occasionaUy in Augustan couplets. The traditional Alexandrine
has a marked caesura, dividinginto two trimeters. The pentameter thus seems
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to be the limit of the single metrical unit in English poetry. But Walcott has
devised a hexameter tliat is like a pentameter, that does not have an invariable
caesura and that counterpoints six metrical stresses against a 'natural' flve:

His slúpmates watched hirn, then ihey hooked hands
like anchors

under tlie huUs, rockiiig them; the heels sheared dry sand
till the wet sand fesisted, rattling the oars

that lay parallel ainidsliips; then, to the one soimd
of curses and prayers at the logs jainmed as a wedge,
one after one, as their rins began to rattle,

the pirogues slid to the shallows' nibbling edge,
rowards the encouraging sea. (\X''alcott, 1990,10)

In his essay, Tlie Caribbean: Cultura cr Mimicry?', Walcott took issue with
V!S. Naipaul's notorious assertion tliat everyiliing in die Caribbean is 'mimicrj',
uncreati\'"e'. Walcott retorted by proposing a strong concept of mimicry epitomised
by Carnival, whose 'forms originated in irnitation if you want, but ended in
invention... Níiinicry is an act of imaginarion' (Walcott, 1974,19). Botli in its relation
to classical epic and in its verse form. wliich as it were fuses tlie examples of Homer
andlvlilton, Ow^/fjexemplifies WalcottsdescriptiQn of the culturalproducts of the
West Indies: like notliing one has ever seen before' ̂X^alcott, 1974,16).

From Walcott to Peter Reading seems a vertiginous leap. Wliereas Walcott
(and Harrison and Flughes) identifíes tliemselves as poets in the most traditional,
valorised sense, Reading has said, I don t want to offend anybody by appeaiâng to
tl-iink of myself as a poet, reallj', because I donV (Jenkins, 1985, 7). His books are
hiU of reflexive commcnts lilce dois from Ins sequence C:

^^erse is for healthy
arr)'-fatties. The dying
and surgeons use prose (Reading 1995, 277)

(which, with characteristic doubled reflexiveness, is of course a haiku). The
figure of the poet in Walcott an arrison has strong autobiographical
resonances. In Ükuiele '^^hich I shall be concentrating,
Reaciing's 'poet' is a self-conscious ) ictive figure who derives his knowledge
of the real world from newspapers an notes left by hig cleaner.

Bet%veen 1984 and 1989 Rea gpubhshed four volumes (C, VkjikkMmk
Fifia/De?/!ands and PeixüHíJ Genl^ út iic i star - y contrasting textual units are combined
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to produce fin often obscure and unresolved but unquestionably present and
structiiring narracive. These volumes are also characterised by the self-conscious
foregrouncüng of formal devices: C consists of a hundred hundred-word units, in
prose and various kinds of verse; die otlier volumes all make extensfoe use of
imitations of classical metre, especially elegiac distich and alciics. Tlie key Baklitinian
concept here is polyphony. 'a pluralit)'- of independent and unmerged voices and
consciousnesses' not subordinated to the consciousness of tlie author (Baklitin
1984, 6). Tlie fixst of Ukiilele Musk's tliree parts consists of alternating sections
supposedly written by tlie poec and his cleaner, Viv. The poet's sections are rants
about tlie state of sodet); in elegiac distidi. Viv's are notes written to liim in rnis-
spelt and ungrammatical prose, wliich narrate episodes of her experience tliat are
subsequently incorporated in tlie poet's verse. Though allherwriting is addressed to
liim, he never addresses her or overtly acknowledges her existence. The second
part, in a looser form of verse, consists of a series of nautical tales told by a demented
sea-captain as if they were his own experience. One of tliese tales however, die
witnessing of the atomic bomb at Bikini, might really be liis experience.

The third part opens with the voice of Viv in elegiac distich:
Who would have thought it, Sir, actually putting .\IE in
a VCailTING!

Me and die Capting and AT .T.. What a airn up fot die books.
(Reading 1996, 34)

In Tony Harrison's parlance, Viv 'occupies' dic textual territor)- liidierto
exclusive to the poet, who 'employs' not only her cleaning services but her life
experience. The poem's narrative is thus partially enacted at die textual levei. During
diis third part a fourtii voice, that of a maddeningly inane ukulele instruction manual,
enters the põem, and by its end all four voices combine in a literal pol^phony:

bcnd ye now thiee lower storni-staysails and a storm
spankcr, mister,
take in the three up.cr tops, close-rcef the foresail, F sharp,

Ogiiten die B stríng and place fingcr at die back of the second
&et of the A sthng and keep spondces and dactyls close-clewed,

trim yr heroic hexameter (or ir may be dact)lic),
splicc lhe pentamcter aft, finger yr frets as ye go

surely we shouldnk be speaking like rliia sir, not in .\Uergic
Dis Talk, taint naiural-like: Tm goiti back to me prawse
(Reading 1996, 43)
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By the end of the poem its 'characters' are confined togetlier in a
nuclear bunker. The passage underground has been narrated by means of a
direct transladou of the voyage to the undenvorld in tlie Odyssey.

Reading uses formal metre in a very different spirit from Harrison
and Walcott. Harrison's quatrains, as \ve have seen, embody a strong and by
no means endrely adversarial relationsliip with the canon of English poetry.
He has also said that he is attracted to metrical verse because of its associadon
with the rhythms of the body (Haffenden 1991, 236). Walcott's hexameters
are his own invention, but they signify a similar reladonsliip not only to English
but to classical poetry. The only poetwho has sigmficandy anticipatedReading's
metres is Arthur Hugh Clough; but Clough was wridng for a readership diat
was familiar with classical poetry. Reading does not himself read Greek, nor
do the vast majorit}' of liis readers; despite his imitadon of Odysseus's descent
to Hades in Ukulele Miisic{7iná his shipwreck on Phaeacia in Fina! Demands),
Reading's metres do not in diemselves signif}' any intertexrual reladonship
with classical poetry: tíiey do not summon any ghosts or 'maternal octopuses'.
Reading's use of metre is overtly and self-consciously ludic, as in these Lines
from 'Going On':

Bit of a habir, the feigned indignation,
varicus metres, Alcmanics and so forth,

ludic responses to global débâcles.
lust Going On remains possible dirough die
slick presridigital art of Not Caring/Hopelessly Caring.
(Reading, 1996, 76)

As the dde of Ukule/e Music suggests, the maddening voice of the
ukulele manual ('For accompanying singing, the haundng harmony of the
Uke has no superior! Soft summer nights and die Uke are inseparable palsl'
Reading 1996, 40) is a reflecdon on the poet's own practice, as is die song
referred to by Viv as ̂ he play his iJ-kd Youkalaylee wbile the ship went down'
(Reading 1996 15). This is confirmed by the final lines of the text:

plinkplinka ] plinkplinka ] plinkplinka ] plinkplink ] plinkplinka ] pünkplink
plinkpliiika j plinkplinka ] plonk ] ] plinkplinka ] pliiakplinka plonk

Ted Hughes's Gaudeíe (1977) was possibly the worst received of ali

his volumes of poetry. Martin Dodsworth's review was tj^pical; 'Hughes can't
and won't think Gaudete, simply, is a fantasy diat has enslaved its creator'
(Dodsworth, 1977). Terry Eagleton's response was more precise and
thoughtful, but still carne down to accusing the poem of being fundamentally
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inartistic: 'one never has the feeling... that Hughcs's language self-reflectivelv
takes the measure of its own limits and capabilities Hughes's language...
is insufficientl}' inflected and articulated.... Hughes's language fails to assume
any altitude to what it speaks of' (Eagleton, 1978, 78-79). Gaudete tells a bizarre
story of usurped identity, transportation to the spirit world, a charismatic
religious cult, drug-induced ritual orgies and mob violence, set in a picture-
postcard English village. The story is told ín what Hughes himself called a
headlong (Hughes, 1978) style, in the present tense, with episodes strung
together and narrated entirely as what Genette called 'scene'—when the
narration and the events narrated supposedly take the same time—or even
the unusual mode that Genette didn't recognise but Chatman called 'stretch',
when tlie narration takes iotigerÚ\.2.n the events narrated. There is no 'summary',
no expHcit linking of events; the reader is immersed in a continuous present
and, usually, in the subjecdvity of one or other character who is experiencing
that present. Hughes himself described it as foUows;

My main problem was to make the implications of my
theme clear, and yet at the same time make no authorial
comment, no exposition, permit no discussion between
characters and permit tliem no individual speculation
that was not an organic part of enactment, and that
didn't contribute to a sense of claustrophobic
involvement, (Hughes 1978)

There is an almost complete lack of dialogue, but Hughes also stated
t at at every point the intonation of the language becomes infected by the
tempo and style of whatever character it's dealing with at the time' (Hughes

78). This sounds very like a formulation of Bakhtinian polyphony, but
most readers feel that the narrative style is in fact tyrannical and monologic.

There are many possible vaUd criticai responses to this text, but they
o not include the accusation that it is an unthinking fantasy, or that the
an^age is not conscious of itself. Furthermore, there are significant elements
of intertextuality and generic dialogism Ín the text that attest to its highly
conscious character. The story is a distorted version of The Bacchae. The viçar
of the parish, the Reverend Lumb, has been usurped by an 'elemental nature
spirit in his form, who seduces ali his female parishioners and turns the
Women's Institute into a theriomorphic sexual orgy, at which fly agaric
sandwiches are served, Although the poem never adopts an overtly comic
tone, much of it is very funny, and it would be unwise to assume that the poet
is unaware of this: Hughes is a master of straighc-faced, sinister humour. The
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narrative ends witli Lumb being hunted down by the men of the parish and
shot dead. In The Bí/a'/?í76'Dionysos takes revenge on his antagonist Pentheus
by making hini mad, inducing liini to dress in \vomen's clodies and infiltrate
the rituais of the god's female followers. The consequence is that Pendieus is
hunted down and torn to deach by his own mother. Two striking differences
between Hughe5's poem and Euripides's play higlilight important aspects of
the former. On is that, although Hughes's story is a supernaturai one, and the
'original' viçar has been abducted to the 'spirit world' (wiiich is a very visceral
place) while the nature spirit usurps his life, there is no god controlling the
world of the story: the rent in the material lives of the villagers results in a
destructive chãos which Lumb no more dian anyone else can control; whereas
the violence in TheBacchae is precisely die \vill of the god. The second difference
is that Lumb is hunted down and destroyedby men, notwomen. As inHughes s
other major works of the 1970s, Crow and Ciive Birds, an important part of
what is at issue is masculinit)^

The strongest evidence for the arüstic consciousness of Gauàete,
however, is its 'Epilogue'. Tliis consists of fort5'-five short poems supposedly
written by die 'original' Lumb and addressed to 'a nameless female deit}''. Hughes
has written of the 'unwritten half of Gaudete', which is 'what happened to
Lumb in "the other world'", and described die actual narrative as 'a parallel, but
with ali the episodes inverted and as it were depraved' (Hughes 1978). But the
odier half is not unwritten: it is die Epilogue. It is unwritten as narrative, but
written as lyric. More than half these poems are formally apostropliic.Jonathan
Culler has written very illuminatingly about the tension between apostrophe
and narrative: apostrophe invokes 'a detemporalised space'; it 'substitutes a
temporality of discourse for a referendai temporalit}^', most obviously by
addressing someone who is dead, absent or lost as if s/he were present (Culler
1981,150). If die Epilogue stands for what Hughes called 'die unwritten half
it is not commensurable witii the other half: lyric has been substituted for
narrative, a temporality of discourse for a referendai temporalit}', one is tempted
to say a sacred consciousness for a profane one. The implicadon is that 'what
happened to Lumb in die "odier world" is stricdy not nanatable.

The other significant aspect of the Epilogue poems is that they are
written in a very different style from that of narrative. In place of the
'headlong', paratactic, unreflective stide of the narrative we have a much more
inward, complex, hypotactic language (one of the best of the poems, 'I know
well', has two main clauses, five subordinate clauses and four participle phrases
dependent on subordinate clauses in its seventeen lines, Hughes, 1977 190-
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91). The t\vo parts of the poem are stylistically as well as generically in dialogue
witli each other, and the poem's consciousness, artisüc as well as ideological,
is in this dialogue.

Anne Stevenson's Correspondences (1974) has the subdtle, A Faniily
History in Letters . This immediately signals a generic complexity that is
potentially, in Bakhtin's sense, dialogic. 'Family History' evokes the kind of
seamless narrative epitomised by The Y^orsjíc Scípci. Correspondences covers a period
of 150 years and the events it alJudes to—fortunes made and lost, adultery
and divorce, deaths by shipwreck, war and cholera, madness in more than one
generation are the stuff of a popular novelistic genre that might be called
the faniily history blockbuster'. But Correspondences takes a very tangential
approach to these events. They are mostly not narratcd, but implied by the
epistolary mode. In an essay reflecdng on Correspondences, Ste\ 'enson has asked,
■Why had no one thought of wridng an epistolary poem before?' (Stevenson
1979, 169). This was not such an innovadon as she thought—Clough wrote
one in Anioiirs de Vojage—but Stevenson is right to emphasise the importance
of the generic cross. An epistolary poem is not just an epistolary novel in
verse, the represcntadon of 'letters' in verse entails a tension between the ivvo
aspects of the genre, much more strongly and obviously than in the epistolary

ove . r e focus is consistently on language, or discourse.
rhe generic tensiçn also harks back to Bakhdn's (admittedly andquated

an ma ecjuate) concepüon of poedc discourse as the poet's individualit)' as
re ecte in his language and speech (Bakladn 1981, 264). Correspondences is
pait y in alogue with the work of another poet, contemporary with Anne
Stevenson, a so an American who married an Englishman and setüed in

ng an y via ath. The naively confessional nodon that in Plath's poetry
we are wltnessmg er psyche spÜt on the pago has been challenged by critics
such as Jacque "ne Rose and Tracey Brain. However, this myth was verv
powerful in the context m which Stevenson was wridng in the early 1970s;
and she herself has exphcitly rejected what she called PlatlTs Anique brand of
romantic extremism' and the assumpdon that "'who am I?" is the pnmary
quesdon' (Stevenson 1990, 19).

I will give just one example of the way in which the poedc and the
epistolary interact in this text, and of how consequently the poedc does not
have the status of a unique, individual voice, but is dialogically quesdoned
and contextualised.

The history with which Correspondencesengíigcs is that of Puritan New
England, and the various ways in which the Puritan heritage influences different
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generations. One early 'character' is Reuben Chandler, the son of the
uncompromising Calviiiisi pastor, Adam Ezekiel Chandler. Reuben runs away
from home and college, and subsequently repents, writing to his father,
supposedly in 1832, in this styde;

rhe road I follow with my eyes, head
Lowered, afraid to look up cr to the

Right cr left, though I feel,
Like a palpitating veil,
rhe thick vegctation of the Bayou

Looming from its moss;
The fierce, silent pulse of the

Mississippi. (Stevenson 1996,223)

This is unmistakably twentieth ccntury American poetry. The verse
form is WilLiam Carlos Willian'is's inventáon, the 'variable foot'. The diction
('a palpitating veil', 'fierce, silent pulse') and the hesitant effect produced by
the enjambemcnt are equally signatures of moderniiy. The effect is completely
anachronistic: nobody could suppose that tliis was really written by a repentant
Puritan Prodigal Son in 1832. If the whole poem were written in this nianner,
the readcr would accept it as a literary convention, and the verse form would,
after a while, cease to be an issuc. Dut the whole poem is not written in this
manner. Mere is a letter from Reuben's father, the pastor, to his daughter, on
the occasion of hcr husband's death by shipwreck:

\Xdiat your conduct has been your conduct will reach you.
NX^iat God in liis Justice has performed is plain enough,
Is it possible you imagine )'ou ha\'e daims on liis Infinite Merc}'?
(Stevenson 1996, 218-9)

The rhythm and diction of tliis are obviously pastiche, and the verse
form does not intrude at ali on tlie verbal image of an eariy nineteentli century
Puritan. Clearly these passages have different relationsliips to the present of
writing, and to the autliorial consciousness. But to say that one is pastiche does
not imply that the other is somehow 'autlientic'. The anachronistic attribution
of post-Williams verse to 'Reuben Chandler' brings that verse forward to our
attention, makes us aware of its own cultural boundedness and artificialit}'.

The narrative poem in the last three decades of the twentieth centurv
threw up some of the most genuinely experimental texts of the period. They
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challenge the boundaries of genre, and force attenticn on the relationship
berween genre and language. The necessity for dose reading, combined with
an awareness of narrative theory, make these texts excepüonally stimulatixig
to teach, especiaily to more advanced students.
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